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arouse any excitement or make the least impression by the
fact of being a Catholic. The Empress Augusta alone
never got rid of the impressions of her young days. In
her eyes a Catholic ecclesiastic was more distinguished
than an evangelical of equal rank and equal standing.
The task of winning over a Frenchman or an Englishman
was more attractive to her than if he were one of her own
countrymen; and she cared more for the applause of
Catholics than of her own co-religionists. Gontaut-Biron,
who came of a good family, had no difficulty in creating
for himself a position in Court circles, whose connexions
reached, by more than one road, even to the person of the
Emperor.

The choice of a French secret agent as the Empress's
reader was a proceeding so extraordinary as to be only
explicable by the confidence which Gontaut's dexterity and
the co-operation of part* of his Catholic environment
inspired in her Majesty. It was, of course, an enormous
advantage for French policy and the position of the
French ambassador at Berlin to have such a man as G6rard
in the imperial household. He was a very smart fellow,
but incapable of overcoming his vanity in externals. He
delighted in figuring as a specimen of the latest Parisian
fashions, exaggerated in a manner which attracted atten-
tion at Berlin, a blunder which, however, did him no harm
at the palace. The interest in exotic, and especially
Parisian, types was stronger than the feeling for simple
taste.

Gontaut's activity in the service of France was not
confined to the domain of Berlin. In 1875 he went to St.
Petersburg to concoct, together with Prince Gortchakoff,

the theatrical coup which was to make the world believe,
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